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Abstract 
This study examined the judgments rendered by college students about the term 
"bitch." While the term was once considered to be hate speech towards women, popular 
culture has made the term relatively common, often giving it a comical meaning (Lee, 
1998). Because much of our popular culture is aimed at the 18-24 age groups, it follows 
that the term "bitch" is often not considered to be hate speech by this generation. In 
addition, women are now gaining status in Western cultures, and are entering fields once 
dominated by men. Women who were once considered to be outcasts and "uppity" for 
entering the workforce are now the norm, causing a change in the term from being 
considered an insult (Herbst, 2001; Joreen, 1969; Sutton, 1995). This study investigated if 
there has been a shift in acceptability with the term "bitch" with college students ages 18-
24. 
This study consisted of a mixed-methods design that included both free-response 
and Likert scale survey items and was conducted in two phases during two separate 
semesters at a large southeastern university. Results revealed that participants could 
distinguish between conceptualizations of hate speech and offensive speech. In addition, 
the term "bitch" was considered to be both hate speech and offensive speech, for its 
meaning was dependent upon context. However, overall, females considered the term 
"bitch" to be more offensive than men. 
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When House Majority Leader Newt Gingrich referred to First Lady Hillary 
Clinton as a "bitch" in 1995, there was an explosion of outrage, for many said the 
comment was "a reminder that women have not come such a long way" (Carlson, 1995, 
p. 36). However, fast forward ten years, and the use of the word "bitch" has become 
relatively common-place in popular culture, especially among people ages 18-24. The 
term is prevalent in the entertainment industry, where it has adopted as having an almost 
comical meaning (Lee, 1998). For example, the comedian Chris Rock proclaims "Bitch, 
get your ass home and take care of your kids!" in his 1999 Bigger and Blacker routine 
and receives an outpouring of laughter from the audience. Although the entertainment 
industry has picked up on the changing acceptability of the term, scholars have been slow 
to respond. This study seeks to examine this phenomenon by looking at the judgments 
that students in college, ages 18-24, place on the term "bitch." In addition, this paper 
seeks to find out what, if any, terms college students consider to be hate speech and 
offensive language towards women. 
Hate speech on college campuses has been studied for years, and incidents of hate 
speech continue to exist (Marcus, 1996; Matsuda, 1993; Southern Poverty Law Center, 
2004). When looking at episodes of hate speech, college students generally do not 
consider the speech to be harmful unless it attacks one's race or religion (Inman & Baron, 
1996; Leets & Giles, 1997). While hate speech is often aimed at those immutable 
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characteristics, it is not limited to race and religion. Very few studies have been 
conducted that examine hate speech directed at women. Studies that have been 
performed note that hate speech directed towards women is not viewed as harmful as hate 
speech directed at race or religion, despite the fact that the victims experience the same 
fear and anxiety (Neilson, 2002). This finding leads one to question if society's meaning 
of terms once considered hateful towards women has shifted, making the terms 
acceptable to use and hear. 
Perhaps a reason for these shifts in connotations is that females have been shown 
to use expletives in the same way that males use them, allowing "forbidden" words to 
become vernacular (Bailey & Thrun, 1976; DeKlerk, 1991; 1992; Lakoff, 1975; Sutton, 
1995). In addition, research has shown that younger women, under the age of 29, are 
more likely to use these terms (Bailey & Timm, 1976; DeKlerk, 1991; 1992; Sutton, 
1995). This phenomenon was first noticed in the 1970s and was briefly examined in the 
early 1990s. However, few, if any, studies have explored the use of these terms over the 
past decade. Thus, it is unclear how people view terms that were once seen as hate 
speech. 
Based on the results of research over the past,20 years (e.g. Bailey & Timm, 
1976; DeKlerk, 1991; 1992; Lakoff, 1975; Neilson, 2002; Sutton, 1995), I argue that the 
word "bitch" is no longer viewed as hate speech by women ages 18-24 that are enrolled 
in college. Guided by Social Judgment Theory, the present investigation is designed to 
examine college students' conceptualizations of hate and offensive speech as well as 
explore the use and meaning of the word "bitch." The literature review will be organized 
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around the present research surrounding Social Judgment Theory, language context and 
meaning, and hate and offensive speech. 
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Social Judgment Theory 
Chapter 2 
Rationale 
From a theoretical perspective, this study is rooted in Social Judgment Theory, 
which addresses how we make judgments and form attitudes. This theory is applicable to 
this issue of language use with women in college, for college is a time when people are 
exposed to new information and are often away from home for the first time, making 
them more susceptible to peer influence (Marcus, 1996). This combination of factors 
often leads to the formation and/or shifting of attitudes (Marcus, 1996). To fully 
understand these concepts and how they relate to language use, the discussion of Social 
Judgment Theory will explore the concepts of attitude and the self, or ego and then the 
notions of latitudes of acceptance, non-committal, and rejection. 
Attitude and Ego. Social Judgment Theory is based on the concept of attitude. 
Attitudes cannot be directly observed, for they are psychological concepts that allocate 
what is inside an individual (Sherif & Sherif, 1967; 1969; Sherif, 1976). The concept of 
attitude has several defining features (Sherif & Sherif, 1967, 1969; Sherif, 1976). 
The first criterion that distinguishes an attitude from other elements is that 
"attitudes are not innate but learned" (Sherif, 1976, p. 232). They fall into ''that domain 
of human motivation variously studied under the labels of 'social drives,' 'social needs,' 
'social orientations' and the like. It is assumed that the appearance of an attitude is 
dependent on learning" (Sherif and Sherif, 1967, p. 112). In addition, once formed, 
attitudes are relatively enduring (Sherif & Sherif, 1967, 1969; Sherif, 1976). While 
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attitudes can and do change, they are not so flexible that they will shift with any minute 
variation regarding information (Sherif & Sherif, 1967, 1969; Sherif, 1976). The third 
criterion of an attitude entails that that there is a relationship between a person and an 
object (Sherif & Sherif, 1 967, 1969; Sherif, 1976). Similarly, in order for an attitude to 
form, there must be a motivational-affective component (Sherif & Sherif, 1976), for the 
relationship between the attitude and object is directional (Sherif, 1976). The fifth and 
final criterion for attitude is "attitudes have conceptual (cognitive) structure" (Sherif, 
1976, p. 237). All social judgments "require cognition at a human, conceptual level of 
functioning" (Sherif, 1976, p. 238). One must know enough about the subject or object 
to be able to pass judgment on it. However, it is also important to note that attitudes also 
have a behavioral component, for attitudes are formed and inf erred from behaviors 
(Sherif & Sherif, 1 967). 
These criteria are important to understand when examining the use of the word 
"bitch" with women in college. Because attitudes are learned, it illustrates why attitudes 
can and do change in the college environment, for students are exposed to new people, 
new information, and new environments while attending college. Words, such as "bitch," 
that may not have been acceptable at home may now be acceptable in this new 
environment where one is generally surrounded by peers·rather than family. 
In addition to the concept of attitude, the concept of the ego, or self, is also central 
to Social Judgment Theory (Gaske, 1983). The self is vital to this theory because it 
contributes to how attitudes are formed (Gaske, 1983). Sherif & Sherif (1 969) define the 
self, or ego, as 
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"a developmental formation or subsystem in the psychological makeup of the 
individual that consists, at any given time, of interrelated attitudes that the 
individual has acquired which define and regulate his relatedness to these object 
in concrete situations and activities" (p.386). 
The concept of the self, or ego, is formed through one's life history and experiences, 
often explaining human motivation, which is essential for attitude formation (Sherif & 
Sherif, 1969). College provides new experiences for students, for they are often in a new 
environment and are often surrounded by different groups of people, thereby exposing 
them to diverse ideas and concepts (Feldman & Newman, 1994; Marcus, 1996). This 
contributes the formation of the self and attitudes, for students are being influenced both 
intellectually through their professors as well socially through their peer groups (Feldman 
& Newman, 1994). As the ego develops through these new experiences, attitudes are 
able to shift and change. 
How these attitudes shift and change in Social Judgment Theory is understood in 
terms of one's latitude of acceptance, latitude of rejection, and latitude of non­
commitment (Stiff & Mongeau, 2003 ). That is, at the core of this theory is the notion of 
judgment, which leads to attitude formation. Sherif and Hovland ( 1961) describe 
judgment by saying, 
"A judgment is rendered in terms of the psychological reference scale which the 
individual has formed on the basis of his previous encounters with similar stimuli. 
Judgment of a particular stimulus in a series involves placement in categories and 
6 
it is influenced by the whole background of similar stimuli which constitutes the 
basis for an appropriate reference scale." (p. 1 1 )  
Judgments are always formed on the basis of a comparison between two or more 
objects (Sherif & Hovland, 1961 ). An individual must be able to compare the 
object to familiar items in order to learn more about the object or subject (Sherif 
& Hovland, 1961 ). Individuals become more familiar with objects through 
repeated exposure, and as familiarity increases, there is stronger or more attitude 
formation (Sherif & Hovland, 1961). For example, using Social Judgment 
Theory, people are would be able to understand the concept of sadness in relation 
to the concept of happiness, defining sadness as not being happy. 
The judgments that individuals make are placed on a psychological scale. 
According to Hunter, Danes, and Cohen (1984), "Attitude change increases with 
[message] discrepancy as long as the message falls within the latitude of acceptance, but 
then it decreases if the discrepancy is so large that the message falls in the latitude of 
rejection" (p. 57). One's latitude of acceptance refers to a "person's most acceptable 
position plus any other positions also acceptable" (Sherif, 1976, p. 246). Latitudes of 
acceptance are generally shown when an individual voluntarily gives his position about a 
subject (Sherif & Sherif, 1967). Simply stated, one's latitude of acceptance refers to 
positions that an individual accepts as true or finds acceptable (Sherif & Sherif, 1967). 
On the other hand, one's latitude of rejection refers to "the position most 
objectionable to the person plus any others also objectionable" (Sherif, 1 976, p. 246). 
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The latitude of rejection addresses issues, opinions, and subjects that an individual does 
not accept, disagrees with, and detests (Sherif & Sherif, 1967). 
One's latitude of non-commitment refers to "those positions that the person 
neither accepts nor rejects when left free to accept or reject as few or as many as desired. 
This latitude is indicated by default after the person has accepted and rejected what he or 
she wants to" (Sherif, 1976, p. 246). Latitudes of non-commitment can indicate than an 
individual is not familiar with an object, or can indicate that a subject does not directly 
affect an individual (Sherif, 1976). Often latitudes of non-commitment are indicated by 
"middle of the road" answers on surveys, such as "no comment" and "I do not know" 
(Sherif, 1976). 
There are several factors that affect the latitudes of acceptance, rejection, and non­
commitment Sherif and Hovland ( 1961) write, "The latitudes of acceptance and 
rejection vary with degree of familiarity, the extremity of the individual's stand, and the 
degree of ego-involvement with the issue" (p. 192). Perhaps the most significant factor is 
the familiarity with the object or subject, for a person's involvement will directly affect 
message discrepancy (Sherif & Sherif, 1967). The more an individual is involved with an 
issue, the more likely he/she will have a stronger attitude and will be less likely to shift to 
a different stance (Sherif & Sherif, 1967). 
Because people are exposed to new contexts and information in college, their 
degree of familiarity with objects changes (Feldman & Newcomb, 1994). New 
information may come from the classroom, but it may also come from the new social 
setting (Feldman & Newcomb, 1994). Words that are judged as offensive in one setting 
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may not be considered offensive in another. As much as students will learn how to judge 
issues through their classes, they will also learn how to interact with others by finding out 
what is appropriate in certain settings. 
Social judgment theory was chosen as a theoretical framework for this particular 
study because at the root of this study is judgment, and this study seeks to understand 
how women in college judge the word "bitch." Because the term has become common­
place and comical (Lee, 1998), women will have more familiarity with the issue and will 
not consider the term to be hate speech or offensive. 
Context and Meaning 
Context. The concepts of both hate speech and offensive speech are receiver­
based and are dependent upon the context. Therefore, it is necessary to examine the role 
of context and its affect on meaning in communication. Context refers to "a frame of 
reference for interpreting and acting" (Littlejohn & Foss, 2005, p. 170) and may be as 
simple as the setting of an interaction or the relationship between the sender and the 
receiver (Thomson & Davies, 1988). Knapp, Daly, Albada & Miller (2002) note that 
there are two types of context: retrospective and emergent. Retrospective contexts 
consist of "all the actions that precede a particular behavior that might help one to 
interpret that behavior" (Knapp et al., 2002, p. 13). For example, finding out that a 
friend's pet died before speaking to him or her helps one to understand why he or she is 
not very cheerful. On the other hand, emergent contexts refer to "all events that follow a 
behavior that might help one to interpret that behavior" (Knapp et al., 2002, p. 170). For 
example, after talking to a friend in a very good mood, one finds out that the friend had 
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just been asked out on a date that person he or she likes, explaining why the friend was in 
such a good mood. 
Understanding context is essential for comprehension. Tiberghien (1 988) found 
that context affects how people intellectually grasp words as well as prose. In addition, 
Kreitler & Kreitler (1 993) revealed that when words were placed together in pairs or in a 
phrase, people perceived the words to take on meanings aside from their literal meanings. 
The importance of context is even seen among children, who, in a study by Vosniadou 
(1989), illustrated that the context of an utterance helped them to understand whether to 
take the word literally. These studies show the importance of context in an interaction, 
for the context affects how meaning is inferred from words and phrases. 
The concept of context is necessary to understand for this particular study, for this 
research is looking judgments people place on the word "bitch." The utterance of the 
word "bitch" may take on a different meaning depending on the context in which it is 
said. For example, if it is said by a friend it may not been seen as offensive or as hate 
speech. However, if it is said by a stranger, it may be considered to be offensive and/or 
hate speech when looking at the word in a relational context. It is therefore necessary 
that the concept be examined. 
Meaning. In order to fully understand the issue of context, the concept of 
meaning must also be examined. There are two types of meaning: literal and pragmatic 
(Wyer & Adaval, 2003). The literal "meaning of a message is determined by the set of 
semantic concepts and referent-specific knowledge that a communicator uses to construct 
a message and that the recipient uses to interpret it" (Wyer & Adaval, 2003, p. 293). For 
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example, saying that a leaf is green would be taken literally, meaning that a leaf is 
physically the color green. On the other hand, the "pragmatic meaning of a message is 
the meaning that the communicator intends the message to convey" (Wyer & Adaval, 
2003, p. 293). For example, saying that a person turned green with envy would not take 
on the literal meaning that a person physically turned green but would instead illustrate 
that a person is jealous. 
However, it is important to note that meaning -is not just determined by the words 
spoken (Wyer & Adaval, 2003). Understanding the meaning of a conversation often 
depends on the prior history of those involved, for an outside observer may take what is 
said literally when a pragmatic meaning is applied for those in the actual conversation 
(Wyer & Adaval, 2003, p. 293). In addition, the situation must also be considered when 
assigning meaning, for words said among family members may not mean the same as the 
same words said to co-workers (Wyer & Adaval, 2003, p. 293). People assess whether to 
apply a pragmatic or a literal meaning according situations and according to the parties 
involved. There are no set rules as to when one meaning should be applied over the 
other, but speakers can rely on contextual clues as well as nonverbal signs to help them 
apply meaning (Wyer & Adaval, 2003, p. 293). 
It is important to understand the concepts of context and meaning in order to fully 
understand both hate speech and offensive speech. The measure of hate or offensiveness 
is dependent on the situational or relational context of the speaker and the receiver. What 
may be hate speech or offensive speech in one situation may not have the same meaning 
in another. 
1 1  
Hate Speech 
Conceptualizations of Hate Speech. Despite the current popularity of the term 
(Lee, 1998), some consider the word "bitch" to be hate speech towards women. Hate 
speech is a topic that has several formal definitions, and all appear to vary with the 
parameters, scope, and boundaries. The definition of hate speech is usually reliant on the 
specific action under contemplation and contains many ambiguities and double standards 
(Inman & Baron, 1996; Murphey 2003; Zingo, 1998). 
There are several schools of thought regarding an appropriate definition of hate 
speech. Critical race theorists have their own perception of hate speech. Matsuda (1993) 
provides a very specific definition, noting that with hate speech, "1) the message is of 
racial inferiority, 2) the message is directed against a historically oppressed group, and 3) 
the message is persecutory, hateful, and degrading" (p. 36). Matsuda's (1993) 
characterization of hate speech looks at it solely through a racial perspective. She notes 
that her definition eliminates inflammatory speech aimed at dominant groups from being 
considered hate speech, for dominant group members are more likely to have support that 
will reaffirm their self concepts. 
However, not all scholars agree that CRT is the best way to look at hate speech, 
for the theory specifically focuses on the racial component of hate speech. Hate speech 
embodies more than racial epithets (Greenwalt, 1996; Zingo, 1998). Greenawalt (1996) 
writes, "Some hate speech is directed by the oppressed at oppressors; some is directed by 
members of one oppressed group (African Americans) at members of another (Jews); 
some is between members of groups that have not suffered recent, wide-scale oppression 
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(Irish-Americans v. Italian-Americans or Roman Catholics v. fundamentalist Protestants" 
(p. 55). In addition, Zingo (1998) expands on this notion by citing that homosexuals and 
those who struggle with gender identity also experience hate speech. 
Scholars have yet to agree on a set definition of hate speech, and the current 
definitions range from very broad to specific. For example, Judson & Bertazzoni (2002) 
define hate speech as a phenomenon that "denigrates a person.because of an immutable 
characteristic" (p. 54). Gerstenfeld (2004) also provides a broad definition, defining hate 
speech as "words or symbols that are derogatory or offensive on the basis of race, 
religion, sexual orientation, and so on" (p. 29). On the other hand, definitions of hate 
speech can be very specific. Zingo (1998) writes that hate speech is: 
speech which intimidates, stigmatizes, abuses, denigrates, or inflicts intentional 
emotional distress on individuals or groups on the basis of race, color, national or 
ethnic origin, alienage, sex, gender identity, religion aff ectional 
orientation/preference, disability, or other characteristics unrelated to individual 
merit. (p. 1 ). 
What people consider to be hate speech depends upon where they come from, what they 
have seen, and what they have experienced (Broeckmann & Turpin-Petrosino, 2002), 
which explains why there are so many formal definitions. However, hate speech is 
appears to be a concept that people cannot seem to exactly define, but people are able to 
recognize it when they see or experience it. 
Harms of Hate Speech. Although the conceptual definitions vary, the harm that 
hate speech causes to both the individual and the society are severe (Greenawalt, 1995). 
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Hate speech causes recipients to react with "fear, humiliation, degradation, illness, terror, 
fury, anger, and rage" (Lederer & Delgado, 1 995, p. 1 9). It shocks bystanders as well as 
those at which it is aimed (Greenawalt, 1 995). Hate speech is purposeful language 
(Lederer & Delgado, 1 995) used to "inflame the emotions, denigrate the designated out­
class, inflict permanent and irreparable harm to the opposition, and ultimately to 
conquer" (Whillock, 1 995 , p. 36). The use of hate speech tells the victim '"You are not 
as good as I am, ' You belong back - in the black part of town, on your back sexually 
serving us, on the reservation where we put you, in the closet, in the ovens of fifty years 
ago, silent, enslaved, second class, or dead - as you were before."' (Lederer & Delgado, 
1 995, p. 1 9). Hate speech attacks people at their core. 
Matsuda (1 993) writes that those who have to experience such language are 
inflicted with internal wounds, saying that they "experience physiological symptoms and 
emotional distress ranging from fear in the gut to rapid pulse rate and difficulty in 
breathing, nightmares, post-traumatic stress disorder, hypertension, psychosis, and 
suicide" (p. 24). Delgado & Stefancic ( 1 997) note that the effects of experiencing hate 
speech can be more severe than experiencing stereotypes and can cause terrible emotional 
pain. Experiencing hate speech causes one to become restricted in his/her own individual 
freedom, often having to resort to quitting jobs, avoiding places, and deserting education 
to avoid incidents (Matsuda, 1 993). 
However, despite the fact that victims of hate speech report negative emotional 
responses, incidents of hate speech are often judged as harmful depending on how the 
target responds or the context in which the incident occurs. Cowan & Hodge ( 1 996) 
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found that when targets of hate speech were in a public setting, the speech was viewed as 
more harmful if the victim responded. Yet, in a private setting, the speech was viewed as 
more harmful if the victim did not respond. Similarly, Cowan & Mettrick (2002) 
revealed that the "behavioral and emotional response of the target had strong main effects 
on offensiveness, harm, and accountability" (p. 291 ). If the respondent looked fearful 
due to the incident, the speech was judged as more harmful by bystanders. Also, 
McClelland & Hunter (1 992) found that if the perpetrator offered an apology, the 
perceived harm decreased. They also found that people attributed the seriousness and the 
harm of the incident based solely on the incident itself and not on other factors, including 
the justifications of the harasser after the incident occurred. 
Campus Hate Speech. Even though colleges and universities promote diversity, 
they are not immune from the phenomenon of hate speech (Marcus, 1996; Matsuda et al., 
1993; Southern Poverty Law Center, 2004). Hate speech on the college campus is not a 
new phenomenon, for the college atmosphere is a suitable environment for hate to foster 
(Marcus, 1996; Southern Poverty Law Center, 2004). Students are often away from 
home for an extended period of time for the first time and are seeking friends and groups 
to which they can belong (Marcus, 1996). Some students become so desperate for 
friendship that they may radicalize any sort of prejudice they have in order to fit in and 
may choose to become members of hate communities for companionship (Marcus, 199�). 
In addition to the hostile environment created by students, these students often exacerbate 
the problem by inviting speakers to the university who carry the message of hate 
(Marcus, 1996). 
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Because hate speech has flourished on campuses, several studies have been 
conducted that illustrate students' perspectives about hate speech on campus. Because 
hate speech has flourished on campuses, several studies have been conducted that 
illustrate students' perspectives about hate speech on campus. Cowan & Hodge (1996) 
conducted a study on the perceptions of hate speech on college campuses and found that 
Caucasian men were less likely to find speech offensive and were less likely to hold the 
speaker accountable than Caucasian women and Non-Caucasian men and women. 
Similarly, Cowan & Khatchadorian (2003) also found a sex difference in the perceived 
harm of hate speech when looking at the perceptions of both college students and 
community members. In general, they found that women and Non-Caucasians were more 
empathic to victims of hate speech. These sex and race differences are also consistent 
with other research about the perceptions of hate speech (Cowan & Mettrick, 2002; 
Cowan, Resendez, Marshall, and Quist, 2002; Hunter & McClelland, 1991 ; Inman & 
Baron, 1996; Leets, 2001a; McClelland & Hunter, 1999). However, Leets & Giles 
( 1997) found that Whites perceive hate speech aimed at racial characteristics as more 
harmful than other forms of hate speech because they felt ashamed of their own race. In 
addition, Inman & Baron (1996) reported a similar occurrence, for participants rated 
White on Black prejudice as more harmful than other types of prejudice. 
However, Leets (2001 ) looked at how college students view the perceived harm 
of hate speech while looking at it framed in one's social identity. She found that Whites 
often did not perceive the incidents as harmful as minorities perceived the incidents 
because they were embarrassed and ashamed of their race. In order to protect their 
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heritage, they opted to not judge the incident as harshly. These studies illustrate the 
problems that are associated with dealing with hate speech, for incidents of hate speech 
are judged as harmful depending on the situation. Even college students, who are often 
immersed in diversity, have difficulty in deciding what type of speech is more harmful to 
the victim. 
Hate Speech towards Women. The majority of the studies involving hate speech 
center around speech that denigrates a person due to race or religion. Very few studies 
have been conducted that examine hate speech directed at women. Yet, studies that have 
been performed regarding hate speech towards women report some interesting findings. 
For example, Neilson (2002) reported that women who experience hate speech, 
specifically speech with high sexual content, have increased fear and are left in silence, 
afraid to speak up for themselves. This study also revealed that remarks directed at 
women, unlike racial or religious epithets, were viewed as the victim's fault by both 
males and females. Women were said to have brought such remarks upon themselves for 
not adequately changing their appearance. Similarly, Hunter & McClelland (1991 ) found 
that women perceive acts of sexual aggression and harassment as more serious than men. 
Yet, both males and females were equally as willing to accept apologies and internal 
excuses for the behavior and were equally not as likely to accept justification or external 
excuses. However, despite the fact that there has been limited research looking at hate 
speech regarding women, it still exists, and it still produces the same types of harm as 
hate speech directed at one's race or religion. 
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Examining hate speech on the college campus is important for this study, for the 
subjects of this investigation are undergraduates enrolled in a large state university. 
Therefore, it is necessary to note the current research on the subject in order to form the 
basis of the current study. 
Offensive Speech 
However, one of the problems with labeling something as hate speech is that there 
appears to be a fuzzy line between what one would consider to be offensive speech and 
what one would consider to be hate speech. Lawrence (1993) writes that offensive words 
are considered "dirty, impolite, or personally demeaning" (p. 7 4 ), while hate speech 
inflicts injury and "evokes all of the millions of cultural lessons regarding your 
inferiority" (p. 74). While offensive speech can have negative connotations, hate speech 
attacks people's core beliefs and self concepts. 
Offensive speech often takes the form of swearing, which frequently shocks and 
appalls those who hear or read such language (Anderson & Trudgill, 1990). There are 
four different types of swearing: expletive, abusive, humorour, and auxiliary (Anderson 
& Trudgill, 1990). Expletives are not aimed at others but are used to show emotion 
(Anderson & Trudgill, 1990). For example, a person yelling "shit" when he or she drops 
something may serve as an expression of emotion. Abusive words are intended for others 
to hear and are derogatory, often involving name-calling (Anderson & Trudgill, 1990). 
For example, calling a woman a "bitch" is an abusive expletive. Humorour expletives are 
like abusive expletives in that they are aimed at others (Anderson & Trudgill, 1990). 
However, humorour expletives are used in playful ways and are generally not meant to 
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denigrate another person (Anderson & Trudgill, 1 990). An example of a humorour 
expletive would be if a person told someone to "Get off his/her ass." Auxiliary 
expletives are not used to refer to people; they are used as a mode of speaking (Anderson 
& Trudgill, 1990). If a person throws the word "damn" around very loosely such that he 
or she says "Damn this" and "Damn that," it is an auxiliary expletive. 
Offensive speech, particularly swearing, is considered to be taboo, especially in 
Western society's middle an upper class (De Klerk, 1991; De Klerk, 1992; Risch, 1987). 
All cultures have their own version of words that are supposedly forbidden, and such 
terms usually relate to "bodily functions or aspects of culture that are sacred" (De Klerk, 
1992, p. 277). These words are usually avoided and are considered to be improper (De 
Klerk, 1991; De Klerk, 1992; Risch, 1987). It is important to note that these words are 
culturally determined, and what one society may deem as offensive, another may readily 
accept as the norm. Similar to the issue of hate speech, which is based on individual 
perceptions, judging speech as offensive can problematic due to different cultural 
expectations. If one is unfamiliar with a particular culture, he or she may offend others 
without realizing what he or she is doing. This suggests that, like hate speech, incidents 
of offensive speech need to be evaluated on an individual and contextual basis. 
However, expletives do have a function in Western societies, for they serve as a 
form of expression, allowing one to exert nervous energy from stress, anger, or 
frustration (De Klerk, 1991 ). In addition, these words are powerful, for using them 
shows a disregard for the social norms, which can be threatening (De Klerk, 1991). The 
offensive language is tied to social power, for it is the dominant group (i.e. the group with 
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power in society) that decides what is offensive and what is not (De Klerk, 1991). 
However, this notion raises a question, for if another group, such as women, were to 
become part of the dominant group, would the words deemed as taboo change? 
Differences in Perceptions of Offensiveness. Although what is considered 
offensive speech varies depending on culture, perceptions of offensive speech also differ 
depending on how the message is delivered. Mulac (1976) found that those who read 
obscene speeches rated them as more offensive than those who heard the speeches. 
Those who heard the speeches with obscene language rated the speaker as being less 
intelligent. This particular study illustrates that that the medium at which the offensive 
language is delivered is important to consider, for those who heard the speech may not 
have been as offended because they are used to hearing such words and probably were 
not used to reading those words. Therefore, the shock value increased. This study also 
demonstrates that people place negative judgments on the perpetrators of offensive 
speech. This notion is supported in other research as well, for Watson (1982), Swim & 
Hyers ( 1999), and Johnson (1 990) found that people attribute negative attitudes to 
speakers who offend them, even in a joking context. 
In addition to how a message is delivered, the measure of offensiveness also 
varies depending upon sex of the receiver and the sex of the sender. Research has shown 
that, in general, women are more likely to perceive offensiveness than men (Baird, 
Bensko, Bell, Viney & Woody, 1995; Young, Vance & Ensher, 2003). However, if a 
woman is a perpetrator of the offensive remark, women are less likely to find it offensive 
than if a many says it. Ford, Johnson, Blevins & Zepeda (1999) found that sexist jokes 
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were judged as less offensive if the gender of the joke teller was unknown or the joke 
teller was female. In addition, Henkin & Fish (2001 ) looked at how pro-feminist 
attitudes affect the perception of offensiveness, and their results suggested that 
participants who considered themselves to be feminists were less likely to find sexist 
cartoons funny than males and women who do not identify themselves as feminists. 
Similarly, Moore, Griffeths & Payne (1987) revealed that males and females with less 
traditional views of women enjoy sexist humor less than those with more traditional 
views of women. These studies illustrate that what offensiveness is subjective and 
depends on how the receiver interprets the message. There are no overarching rules as to 
what one would consider to be offensive and what one would not. Because there is a 
blurred line as to what would constitute an offensive remark, the present research study 
becomes more significant, for the offensiveness of a word like "bitch" can easily change 
and can become slang instead of an expletive. 
Yet, despite the general finding that women are more likely to perceive 
offensiveness than men (Baird, Bensko, Bell, Viney & Woody, 1995; Young, Vance & 
Ensher, 2003), women rarely confront such remarks. Swim & Hyers (1999) found that 
women are not likely to directly confront sexist remarks, and in most cases women would 
rather choose the "safe" route and not respond at all. This study also showed that women 
were more likely to respond if there were women bystanders present, for they felt a 
responsibility to confront the remark. This finding is important to note, for similar 
research has focused on women's minimization of prejudice towards themselves. 
Women have been found to give the perpetrator the benefit of the doubt, choosing to 
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judge him or her as discriminatory as a last result (Ruggiero & Taylor (1997). In 
addition, women perceive remarks aimed at themselves as less offensive than remarks 
aimed at women in general (Crosby, 1982; Crosby 1984). 
These studies illustrate a need for women to not "rock the boat" in society. 
Lakoff (1975) notes that "If a little girl 'talks rough' like a boy, she will normally be 
ostracized, scolded, or made fun of. In this way society, in the form of a child's parents 
and friends, keeps her in line, in her place (p. 5). Although these studies took place many 
years after Lakoff s statement, it appears as if her notion still rings true through women's 
actions. Women are not likely to confront a statement that offended them unless they 
around other women, or the statement was aimed at women in general. Ironically, Dodd, 
Giuliano & Boutell (2001) found that women have more respect for women who confront 
sexist remarks. Unfortunately, few choose to deal with such comments. 
Women 's use of Offensive Language. Perhaps a reason why women are less likely 
to confront offensive remarks is that they are often the perpetrators. The first to examine 
this phenomenon was Lakoff ( 197 5), who noted the differences between strong and weak 
expletives. Strong expletives constitute the "bad words" that appear to be acceptable for 
men to say, such as "shit" and "damn" (Lakoff, 1975). Weak expletives are considered 
nicer versions of the strong expletives, usually used to cover up for saying the "real 
thing," and are acceptable for women to use, such as "oh fudge" or "darn" (Lakoff, 
1975). Lakoff (1975) notes that women are taught to be "ladies," who do not scream or 
cuss, and the acceptability of men's use of strong expletives reinforces the male 
dominated power structure within American society. 
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However, despite their unacceptability, women still use strong expletives. Oliver 
& Rubin (1975) noted that women used both strong and weak expletives depending on 
the situation and their surroundings. If the situation was more formal, the intimacy was 
low with others present, and if they needed to make a good impression, women refrained 
from using strong expletives. In addition, married women were less likely to use strong 
expletives than single women. Similarly, Bailey & Timm (1976) found that younger 
women, ages 19-29, were more likely to use strong expletives than women over the age 
of 29. According to the women in the young age group, the strong expletives had lost 
moral and ethical implications, making them acceptable to say in more situations. Risch 
(1987) looked at the derogatory words that women use towards men and revealed that 
women readily admitted using those terms. Moreover, De Klerk (1991; 1992) illustrated 
that adolescent females use "forbidden" words as often as their male counterparts, and 
these girls no longer considered the words to be taboo. These studies demonstrate that 
even though society considers it unacceptable for women to use expletives, women still 
use them. De Klerk (1992) noted that women appear to be freer in their use of words 
deemed impolite. Younger generations appear to accept more readily than older ones. 
However, these studies were not done over time, so the acceptability of the terms as one 
ages is not known. Yet, according to the available literature, it would appear as if the 
words may have lost their unmentionable status. 
While most of the aforementioned studies are dated, some having been performed 
thirty years ago, they set a foundation for the present study. Language use is a 
phenomenon that constantly changes, for words will change and take on new meanings 
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over time (Jacobs, 2002). Therefore, it is necessary to continue this line of research, for 
words that were viewed as hateful or offensive thirty years ago may not be seen that way 
now. 
Like hate speech, what a society deems to be offensive language reveals much 
about what the population values (Streeck, 2002). Lakoff ( 1975) writes that " . . . our 
linguistic behavior [is] a diagnostic of our hidden feelings about things" (p. 3-4), and this 
is especially true when examining discriminatory behavior. The words our society 
considers to be offensive communicates to observers what is acceptable and what is not, 
often revealing a hidden power structure. 
However, research has shown that women are using offensive language more 
frequently, showing that the terms are more tolerable than in the past. Perhaps the 
acceptability of these terms is due to the increase of women in the once male dominated 
professions. Since the 1 970s, women have been gaining more rights and more power, 
becoming a mainstay in the white male dominated industries (Wurtzel, 1998). The 
studies noticing women's change in their use of taboo words (e.g. Bailey & Tirmn, 1 976; 
Lakoff, 1975; Oliver & Rubin, 1975) coincides with the time in which women were 
becoming more "liberated." Because those changes have continued and women have 
become influential in society, are the words that were once considered to be taboo now 
acceptable due to a more integrated power structure? 
Bitch 
History of the Word Bitch. Like racial, ethnic, and religious minorities in the 
United States, women have also faced oppression and have been called names for 
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stepping "out of line" and not acting in a gender-appropriate way (Herbst, 2001 ; Joreen, 
1969; Morgan, 1970; Nilsen, 1996). Talbott (1998) writes, "Being born male or female 
has far-reaching consequences for an individual. It affects how we act in the world, how 
the world treats us. This includes the language we use and the language used about us" 
(p. 3). One of the most common names women are called}s the name "bitch" (Herbst, 
2001 ; Joreen, 1969). The word "bitch" comes from the old English word bicce and first 
emerged around 1000 CE, denoting a female dog (Herbst, 2001 ; Mills, 1989). By the 
early fifteenth century, it became Standard English and was used to connote a woman 
who was to be considered lewd or sensual (Mills, 1989). However, the term fell out of 
use during the Victorian era due to the emphasis of propriety (Herbst, 2001 ). Yet, the 
term did not fall out of existence and has since become more common (Herbst, 2001 ). 
Meanings of the Word Bitch. Across time, the word "bitch" has developed 
several connotations. The term is "Generally an abusive word for a woman regarded as 
malicious, domineering, blunt, brassy, or spiteful; or for any highly disagreeable woman 
or thing" (Herbst, 2001 , p. 25-26). "Bitches" are considered "uppity," refusing to submit 
to male domination and are often characterized as being heartless (Chapman, 1986; 
Joreen, 1969; Mills, 1989). Women who are called "bitches" do not subscribe to "proper 
sex role behavior" and violate it by being independent and assertive (Joreen, 1969, p. 2). 
Similarly, women who are referred to as "bitches" are often called that because they are 
seen as willing to engage in sexual acts (Herbst, 2001 ). The characteristics associated 
with the term bitch are not positive, and they illustrate a desire to keep a woman in her 
"proper" role. Costrich, Fe�nstein, Kidder, Merecek & Pascale (1975) found that people 
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experience social penalties for violating sex-role norms. In addition, Glick, Bailey­
Werner & Zhu (1997) revealed that women who are in non-traditional roles are perceived 
more negatively than those in traditional roles. By labeling a woman as a "bitch," one is 
trying to make a woman feel like an outcast, as if she does not fit into society's mold of 
an ideal woman. A woman who is labeled a "bitch" is someone who is in control, and 
this culture seems to find that offensive. 
In addition, the term "bitch" has other connotations. Another meaning of the term 
is to complain (Chapman, 1986; Herbst, 2001). For example, people are said to be 
"bitching and moaning" about their problems. Also, the term "bitch" is found in gay 
communities, where the term connotes "a gay man who plays the passive role in sex or an 
ill-tempered, resentful, or haughty homosexual man" (Herbst, 2001, p. 27). Synonyms 
for the word include ballbreaker, nag, and witch (Herbst, 2001). Even when not directly 
applied to a woman, the term "bitch" still has negative meanings. 
In the United States, the term has such negative connotations it is taught as a 
swear-word (Nilsen, 1996). Joreen (1 969) writes, "Like the term 'nigger, ' 'bitch' serves 
the social function of isolating and discrediting a class of people who do not conform to 
the socially acceptable patterns of behavior" (p. 2). Language that is considered to be 
offensive or obscene is often used towards women as an attempt to subjugate her 
(Bergler, 1936). Most speakers do not even use the word to refer to a female dog for fear 
of insulting the dog (Nilsen, 1996). 
However, since the 1970s, when women began to gain more rights, the term 
"bitch" has been used by females to show pride and claim power (Joreen, 1969). Joreen 
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(1969) notes, "A woman should be proud to be a bitch" (p. 2), for women assert their 
independence by proclaiming the title. Joreen (1969) noted that when men refer to 
women as "bitches," it is still considered an insult, for men are trying to insult a woman's 
personal being, telling her she is unacceptable. Yet, some men say that they use the term 
"bitch" as a term of affection for a woman (Herbst, 2001 ). In addition, some women use 
it to refer to each other, and it is viewed as a mark of fondness (Sutton, 1995). This shift 
in negative and positive attributions associated with the word is important to note. If 
women and men are starting to use the term in a friendly way, has the term developed 
another connotation that is positive? Since women have increasingly taken on positions 
of power in society, has the notion of an "uppity" and assertive woman become a kind of 
compliment, much less the norm? 
The term "bitch" has many connotations, and it appears to become an insult 
depending upon who utters the word and the context in which it is used. Social Judgment 
Theory would postulate that the term would take on a different meaning depending upon 
the attitude an individual has toward the word, particularly looking at where the word lies 
on one's latitude of acceptance, non-committal and rejection. Today, the term has 
become practically commonplace and comical (Lee, 1998). This phenomenon seems to 
be very apparent, especially with people ages 18-24, for the term is prevalent in 
entertainment that is catered to their age range (Barongan & Hall, 1995; Lee, 1998). By 
examining this trend, researchers seek to find out where the term "bitch" may fall on 
college students' latitudes of acceptance, non-committal and rejection. In order to 
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understand the judgment rendered upon the term "bitch" by 18-24 year olds, I offer the 
following research questions and hypotheses: 
H1 : Participants are able to differentiate between hate speech and offensive speech. 
RQ 1 : What, if any, terms do college students (ages 18-24) consider to be hate speech 
towards women? 
RQ2: What, if any, terms do college students (ages 18-24) consider to be offensive 
towards women? 
H2 : Women in college, ages 18-24,_ do not view the term "bitch" as hate speech. 
H3 : Women view the term "bitch" as more offensive if said by a man than a woman. 
The answers to these questions and the results of testing these hypotheses will 
provide scholars with a sense of both language use and judgments of language 
appropriateness from the perspective of women in college. It is important to seek these 
answers, for the language that is viewed as acceptable in a culture reveals a lot about the 
society (Streeck, 2002). If words that were once considered hate speech are now 




Overall Method and Design 
This project was conducted in two phases. Phase One investigated the first 
hypothesis and served as a basis for Phase Two. Phase One employed a qualitative 
measure that was designed to measure students' conceptualizations of the terms "hate 
speech" and "offensive speech." Phase Two employed a mixed methods design to 
examine students' perceptions of hate and offensive speech towards women as well as 
when they find the term "bitch" acceptable and unacceptable. 
Participants 
For Phase One, 466 undergraduate students enrolled in the basic public speaking 
course at a large southern university participated. The public speaking class was chosen 
because it is a general education requirement and represents a broad cross-section of 
students and majors. Of the 466 students, 232 (49.2) were males and 234 (49.6%) were 
females. The class is a requirement for all majors and provided a diverse cross-section of 
participants. Students who completed the questionnaire received course credit. 
Participants for Phase Two were 457 undergraduate students enrolled in the basic 
public speaking course and in four sections of business and professional communication 
at a large southern university. Both the public speaking course and the business and 
professional communication course provided a diverse cross-section of university 
students because students are required to take one or the other for a general education 
requirement. Of the 457 students surveyed, 223 (48.8%) were males, 231 (50.5%) were 
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females and 3 (0.7%) did not report. The age of the participants ranged from 1 8  to 55 
with a mean age of 19  .87 and a standard deviation of 2 .48 .  The minimum age reported 
was 1 8, and the maximum age reported was 55 .  Students participating in the project 
received course credit for completing the questionnaire. 
Instruments 
Phase One. Phase One was conducted during the fall semester and consisted of 
two open-ended questions (see Appendix A). Each participant was asked to define hate 
speech and offensive speech. These questions were designed to address the first 
hypothesis and were used to investigate whether students can differentiate between hate 
speech and offensive speech. To differentiat� between male and female participants, 
different colored survey instruments were used (blue for males and pink for females). 
Phase Two. Phase Two consisted of both open-ended response and survey 
· questions (see Appendix B). In order to measure the two research questions, participants 
were asked to list terms that they consider to be hate speech towards women and terms 
that they consider to be offensive towards women. To prevent students' answers from 
being influenced by the order of the questions, the first two questions alternated order. 
Some students answered the hate speech question first while others answered the 
offensive speech question first. These responses were then used to examine the first and 
second research questions. 
In addition to the open-ended questions, Phase Two consisted of a survey to 
measure hypothesis three. A modified version of the Conversational Appropriateness 
Scale (Canary & Spitzberg, 1 994) was used to measure participants' judgments of the 
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word "bitch" when said by both men and women. The scale was originally used in 
studies involving conflict (Canary & Spitzberg, 1994), and previous alpha reliabilities for 
the scale have ranged 0.87 to 0.93 (Canary & Spitzberg, 1987, 1989). Unlike the original 
scale, which asked participants fill out the scale based on a conversation that they had just 
had, this study had respondents read scenarios in which different people in different 
contexts used the term "bitch." Respondents indicated how they felt about the encounter 
with a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. For 
example, statements consisted of "The man's/woman's language was appropriate" "I was 
uncomfortable with the man/woman's statement," "I find this man/woman's language 
offensive" and "I consider this man/woman's language to be hate speech." The reliability 
of this scale produced a = 0.962 of 45 items with a male speaker in the scenario and 
produced a = 0.967 of 54 items with a female speaker. Fourteen items were not used 
from the original scale. These items were deleted from this survey because they 
primarily focused on the flow of the conversation, rather than the content of the 
interaction. 
At the end of the survey, participants were asked to circle how they would 
classify the term "bitch" and could choose between the following options: hate speech, 
offensive speech, both, and neither. The terms "offensive speech" and "hate speech" 
were alternated depending upon which question was first in the survey. If the 
participants received a survey that asked them to list the hate speech terms first, the 
"offensive speech" term was listed first for the final question and vice versa. Participants 
were also asked their demographic information, including sex and age. More 
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demographic data was not collected in order to comply with IRB standards. Other 
information would have possibly breached anonymity. 
Procedures 
The research took place across two different semesters during the same academic 
year. In the first phase of the project, a free response questionnaire was administered to 
participants enrolled in the basic public speaking course. The measure was completed 
during regularly scheduled class time and took approximately twelve minutes to 
complete. To provide complete confidentiality and to comply with IRB standards, 
participants were given a summary of the study and their informed consent form prior to 
receiving the survey. If students chose not to participate, they were not penalized. 
Rather, they were offered additional opportunities to receive the same course credit. The 
surveys were given out after the informed consent forms had been collected. Participants 
were given 12 minutes to complete the entire survey and were asked to spend no more 
than 5 minutes per question. The time constraints were put in place so that participants 
would list terms off the top of their head and would not spend time mulling over whether 
answers were correct. Those who completed the survey received course credit for their 
participation. 
Phase Two of the project involved the use of a survey questionnaire with both 
open and closed response questions. The surveys were conducted in-class. In order to 
provide complete confidentiality and to comply with IRB standards, participants were 
given a summary of the study and their informed consent form prior to receiving the 
survey. If students chose not to participate, they were not penalized. The surveys were 
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given out after the informed consent forms had been collected. Participants were asked 
to spend no more than two minutes per question, and the surveys were collected in 
aggregate instead of individually. After the surveys were collected, a debriefing 
statement was given to the participants informing them about the goals of the study and 
giving them contact information for the principal investigator and contact information for 
student counseling services if they desired to speak with a trained professional about the 
study. Students in the public speaking classes were given course credit for their 
participation, and students in business and professional communication were given extra 
credit for their participation. 
Analysis 
Hypothesis 1. Studies involving content analysis often focus on ideas or events in 
an attempt to find out how they are conceptualized (Krippendorf, 1980). In the present 
study, the focus of inquiry was the distributional properties of attributes assigned to hate 
and offensive speech. Consistent with this view, the first hypothesis involved the use of 
content analysis to explore whether the attributes assigned to conceptualizations of hate 
speech differed from the attributes assigned to conceptualizations of offensive speech. 
The attributes identified by participants were compared using difference testing 
procedures to determine if the set of attributes associated with each conceptualization 
differed in a direction not found in the other concept. 
The data were broken up into phrases and coded. Two separate coders developed 
the coding scheme for the study by reading the definitions and identifying commonalities 
in the participants' responses, such as whether the term was seen as harmful/negative and 
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dehumanizing. After the initial meeting, the data were coded individually. The coders 
then met to discuss their findings, having come up with 18 categories for each definition 
of hate speech and offensive speech. Upon reviewing and discussing the categories, the 
coders reduced the number of categories to 11. The items were then re-coded using the 
eleven coding categories by the coders who developed the scheme. The inter-coder 
reliability produced a Kappa score of 0.805 (p .0001). Because the reliability indicated 
that the results could be replicated, the coders applied this scheme. 
The 11 separate coding categories included target, message effects, intent, 
message content, speaker attributes, delivery, receiver characteristics, seriousness, don't 
know, and other. These categories were applied to both the hate speech and the offensive 
speech definitions that the participants provided. None of the hate speech definitions fell 
into the seriousness category, so no responses were coded for that item. Similarly, no 
offensive speech definitions fell into the delivery and receiver characteristics categories, 
so no responses were placed into those categories. 
Items were coded as target if the respondent noted that the message was aimed at 
a particular group. For example, the phrases "communication that targets a specific 
audience," "Speech against a certain person or groups of people," and "Hate speech is 
when you target a specific group of people or a general idea." 
Items fell into the message effects category if the respondent noted that hate or 
offensive speech impacted others in some fashion, such as causing harm or impacting 
attitudes and affective states. These phrases consisted of "The language used in the 
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speech would cause fear in the audience," "Communication that promotes negativity," 
and "It will offend other people." 
Items were placed into the message content category if the phrase referenced the 
subject of offensive or hate speech. Thus, the focus was on the message rather than the 
impact of the message. These items included "Hate speech is any communication that 
involves abusive, hurtful, or otherwise offensive language, whether vocal or non-vocal," 
"They usually include vulgar terms to describe and intensify the level or dislike you may 
have for someone or something," and "Very bad language." 
Phrases considered for the intent category if they focused on the goal( s) of the 
speaker. Some examples of these phrases were "It is intentional," "A hate speech has the 
intent of observing differences between 'groups,"' and "Hate speech is deliberate." 
Phrases fell into the speaker attributes category if the message referenced the 
speaker, such as the type of person he/she is, who is likely to make offensive and hateful 
remarks, and bias. For example, "They are not open to the other people's views," "The 
speaker would most likely seem angry," and "They are egocentric." 
The receiver characteristic category consisted of phrases that dealt with the role of 
the receiver in considering whether something is hate or offensive speech. These phrases 
consisted of "Offensive speech is decided on by the person it was directed to, not the 
person who said it" and "The receiver is likely closed-minded, religious, or 
conservative." 
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Messages fell into the delivery category if they addressed how the message was 
performed or conveyed, including the passion or intensity of the message. These phrases 
consisted of "It is passionate," "It is argumentative," and "It would be very aggressive." 
The seriousness category dealt with the perceived seriousness of the phenomenon. 
Several participants would define one concept in relation to the other and would qualify 
their definition by saying that offensive speech or hate speech is more or less serious than 
the other. For example, "Offensive speech is similar to hate speech except there is no 
danger in the speech," "Lesser degree of anger than hate speech," and "[Offensive 
speech] lacks the malice of hate speech." 
Phrases fell into the don't know category if the participant explicitly noted that 
they were not sure what the term meant or indicated that they had never heard the term, 
such as saying, "Never heard the term" and "I'm not really sure what this is." 
Items were placed into the other category if the participant went off-topic, often 
commenting about the speech class itself. For example, one participant noted the 
definition of hate speech was "Not liking or wanting to get up in front of others and make 
a presentation." Similarly, another student noted "Think it's not necessary to have a 
speech. Someone else can give speech not me. [I] don't want to talk to strangers." 
The data were then aggregated and frequency tests were conducted. In addition, 
chi-square testing procedures were conducted to examine the conceptual differences at a 
deeper level, showing how the concepts were associated with each other. 
Research Questions 1 and 2. The first and second research questions were 
analyzed with data generated by the free response questions that students completed 
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during Phase Two of the study. The data generated from participant responses were 
explored with the WordStat software program. WordStat is a text analysis module 
designed specifically for analyzing textual data, such as interview or free-response survey 
items. The textual data can be categorized automatically using a dictionary approach or 
manually through assignment to classes. A post-hoc analysis of the frequencies was 
conducted that looked at how many times participants noted when a word was considered 
to be hate speech or offensive speech. 
Hypothesis 2. The second hypothesis was analyzed using the data collected 
from the survey. At the end of the survey, participants were asked to classify how they 
would classify the term "bitch," and chose between "Offensive Speech, Hate Speech, 
Both or Neither." These results were then analyzed using frequency tests, cross­
tabulation, and chi-square testing procedures. 
Hypothesis 3. The third hypothesis was examined by analyzing the responses 
from the survey that give participants a specific scenario in which someone said the word 
"bitch." A T-test was conducted to analyze the sex differences regarding the 
offensiveness of the survey items. In addition, the third hypothesis was analyzed by 
aggregating the two items on the survey that asked if the scenario was hate speech and 
offensive speech. A MANOVA was used to analyze the differences between participants 




The goal of this study was to find out if college students could differentiate 
between hate and offensive speech and examine how college students view the term 
"bitch." The results are organized according to the order in which the hypotheses and 
research questions were explored. 
Hypothesis 1 
The first hypothesis explored how participants differentiated between hate and 
offensive speech. As noted, content analysis of the responses resulted in 11 categories. 
A total of 1305 items were coded for offensive speech, and a total of 1644 items were 
coded for hate speech, resulting in a combined total of 2949 items. 
For offensive speech, participants most frequently reported message content in 
their definition, mentioning it 285 times (60.4%). Message effects followed, being noted 
by participants 254 times (53 .8%). The next most frequently listed items were intent 
( 1 36 times, or 28.8%), speaker attributes (67 times or 14.2%), receiver characteristics (60 
times or 12.7%), target (47 times or 10.0%), other (36 times or 7.6%), seriousness (30 
times or 6.4%), don't know (3 times or 0.6%), and delivery (0 times or 0.0%). (see Table 
1). 
For hate speech, the most frequently reported item was message content, which 
was mentioned 300 times (63 .6%). Message effects followed, being listed 254 times 
(53.8%). The next most frequently noted items were target (175 times or 37.1 %), intent 
(148 times or 31.4%), speaker attributes (85 times or 18.0%), other (62 times or 13.1%), 
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Table 1 
Conceptualizations of Hate and Offensive Speech 
Offensive Speech Hate Speech 
Dimension Frequency Percentage (%) Frequency Percentage (%) 
Target 47 10.0 1 75 37. 1 
Message Effects 254 53 .8 233 49.4 
Message Content 285 60.4 300 63.6 
Intent 1 36 28.8 148 3 1 .4 
Speaker Attributes 67 14.2 85 1 8. 1  
Receiver 60 12.7 1 8  3 .8 
Characteristics 
Seriousness 30 6.4 0 0 
Delivery 0 0 24 5 . 1  
Don't Know 3 0.6 1 8  3 .8 
Other 36 7.6 62 1 3 . 1  
delivery (24 times or 5.1 %), receiver characteristics and don't know (18 times or 3.8%), 
and seriousness (0 times or 0.0%). (See Table 1 )  
In order to test the hypothesis that participants would be able to differentiate 
between hate speech and offensive speech, additional analysis was conducted using a 
difference testing procedure to determine if participants could distinguish between 
conceptualizations of hate speech and conceptualizations of offensive language. A chi­
square test determined that participants' perceptions of the concepts differed significantly 
(Pearson Chi-Square, x2 = 1 1 .025, df = 1 ,  � < 0.001 ). Participants noted that the most 
significant differences between hate and offensive speech were that hate speech was 
targeted at a specific person or group, while offensive speech was receiver-based. 
Therefore, we accept the hypothesis that students can differentiate between hate speech 
and offensive speech. 
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Research Question 1 
The first research question sought to find out the terms that college students 
associated with hate speech towards women (see Table 2). Results revealed that the word 
"bitch" was mentioned the most, being listed 363 times, with 187 males listing the term, 
174 females listing the term, and 2 not specifying a sex. After the word "bitch," the word 
"slut" was mentioned 297 times, with 146 males listing the term, 150 females, and 1 not 
specifying a sex. The word "whore" followed, being mentioned 283 times, with 13 7 
males listing the term, 145 females, and 1 not specifying a sex. The word "ho" was 
mentioned next with 142 times, being listed by 71 males and 71 females. The word 
"skank" followed and was mentioned 97 times, with 49 males listing the word, 47 
females and 1 not specifying sex. The next most frequently mentioned word was "cunt" 
being listed 91 times, with 58 males listing the term and 33  females. 
Research Question 2 
The second research question sought to find out the terms that college students 
associated with offensive speech towards women (see Table 3). The most frequently 
mentioned word was "bitch," which was mentioned 316 times, with 163 males listing the 
Table 2 
Hate Speech towards Women 
No Sex Specified Males Females 
Bitch 2 169 172 
Slut 1 142 149 
Whore 1 1 33  14 1  
Ho 0 66 77 
Skank 1 49 47 
Cunt 0 57 33 
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Table 3 
Offensive Speech towards Women 
No Sex Specified Males Females 
Bitch 2 1 54 1 50 
Slut 2 143 147 
Whore 1 1 3 1 1 37 
Ho 1 60 69 
Cunt 1 52 40 
Skank 1 45 45 
term, 151 females and 2 did not specify sex. Next, the word "slut" was mentioned 296 
times, with 146 males listing the term and 148 females and 2 did not specify sex. The 
word "whore" followed and was listed 273 times, with132 males listing the term, 140 
females and 1 did not specify sex. The word "ho" was mentioned 1 33 times, with 63 
males listing the term, 69 females, and 1 did not specify sex. The word "cunt" was 
mentioned 94 times, with 53 males listing the term, 40 females and 1 did not specify sex. 
The word "skank" was mentioned 91 times, with 45 males and 45 females listing the 
term, and one did not specify sex. 
Hypothesis 2 
The second hypothesis proposed that women would not view the term "bitch" as 
hate speech. This question was asked directly at the end of the survey, and a cross­
tabulation was conducted with sex of the participant. Females classified the term "bitch" 
as both hate and offensive speech (51 .3%), as offensive speech (43.0%), as neither hate 
nor offensive speech (3.9%), and as hate speech (1 .8%). 
To test the hypothesis that women do not perceive the term "bitch" as hate 
speech, a differencing procedure was employed to test the hypothesis. The chi-square 
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was significant but did not reveal the anticipated result (Pearson Chi-Square test x2 = 
22.527, df = 3, R < 0.0001). Therefore, we do not accept the hypothesis, based on the 
results that indicate that a significant number of female participants did perceive the term 
"bitch" as hate speech (see Appendix C). 
Hypothesis 3 
The third hypothesis examined the offensiveness of the term "bitch" regarding the 
sex of the speaker, positing that women would judge the term as more offensive if the 
term were said by a man than a woman. For male speakers, females reported a mean 
score of 5.32, and males reported a mean score of 4.45. For female speakers, females 
reported a mean score of 4.37, and males reported a mean score of 3 .71 (see Table 4). 
To test the third hypothesis, a T-test was conducted that examined the differences 
in the means between the male and female responses to male and female speakers in the 
survey. The T-test revealed significant results for males speakers (1 = -9.98, Q = 0.0001) 
and revealed significant results for female speakers (1 = -7.13 , Q = 0.0001). (See 
Appendix D). 
Table 4 
Mean Scores of Participants based on Sex of Speaker and Sex of Participant 
Male Participant Female Participant 
Male Speaker 4.45 5.32 
Female Speaker 3 .71 4.37 
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In addition, a MANOV A test was employed to further explore the differences. 
The result for the between subjects effects were significant (I: ( 1 , 1 )  = 83.37, .Q < 0.0001). 
Therefore, we reject the null hypothesis that the sex of the participant does not play a part 
in how the items were judged. The estimated marginal means for the males and females 
were parallel, with females' scores being slightly higher than the males. Because of this 
significant interaction, the male difference is probably bigger than the female difference. 
The measure for the speaker within subject effects was significant at the 0.0001 
level with an effect size of .599, illustrating that the speaker did have an effect on how 
the items were perceived. Similarly, the multivariate measure within subject effects for 
the speaker sex was significant at the 0.001 level with an effect size of 0.023, making the 
effect size too small to be of interest. In addition, males and females had equal variance, 
for the Levene test was significant at the 0. 739 level for the male speaker and 0. 777 for 
the female speaker (see Appendix E). In all but one case, the estimated marginal means 
showed that females generally scored the items higher (i.e., found them more offensive) 
than males. Therefore, we accept the hypothesis that women view the term "bitch" as 




The goal of this study was to find out if college students could differentiate 
between hate and offensive speech and to examine how college students view the term 
"bitch." The discussion section is organized according to the order in which the 
hypotheses and research questions appear in the results section. 
Hypothesis 1 
Most of the definitions for both hate and offensive speech involved message 
content and message effects. Definitions for both terms fell into the message content 
category more than any of the other categories, for participants often noted that hate and 
offensive speech were comprised of certain types of language, such as cussing. Message 
content was mentioned more for hate speech than offensive speech, but the difference 
was small. 
Like message content, definitions fell into the message effects category 
frequently. Participants noted message effects more when defining offensive speech than 
hate speech, but, as with message content, the difference was slight. Students often 
defined hate and offensive speech based on how they felt it would affect a person. 
Perhaps the respondents were writing about the effects based on personal experiences or 
based on how they would feel having just experienced hate or offensive speech. 
It is not surprising that most of the respondents' responses fell into the message 
effects and message content areas, for most of the formal definitions of hate speech 
. outside of Critical Race Theory (Matsuda et al., 1993) focus on these areas. Scholars 
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often define the concept according to what it is and what it does, and the participants 
were following this line of reasoning. Although the majority of the responses fell into the 
message content and message effects areas, it is important to note that those were not the 
only categories, for it is the other components that the participants noted that help create 
more specific definitions of the phenomenon. 
Overwhelmingly, participants noted that target was more of a component of hate 
speech rather than offensive speech, indicating an important distinction between the two 
terms. Most previous definitions outside of Critical Race Theory (Matsuda et al., 1993) 
have not included a target component in their definitions, focusing instead on message 
effects and content ( e.g .. Broeckmann & Turpin-Petrosino, 2002; Greenwalt, 1996; 
Lawrence, 1993; Zingo, 1998). The participants in this study noted that hate speech was 
more likely to be specifically aimed and directed at a person or group, making the 
distinction between hate speech and offensive speech more detailed. 
The participants noted that intent was more of a component of hate speech than 
offensive speech. The current definitions of hate speech, including those associated with 
Critical Race Theory, do not include intent. Because a large percentage of the 
participants mentioned intent, perhaps scholars should look at the notion when 
conceptualizing hate and offensive speech. 
Speaker attributes were noted slightly more for hate speech than offensive speech. 
This category included the notion of bias, which was mentioned more in the hate speech 
definitions than the offensive speech definitions. Most of the current definitions of hate 
speech consider the action to be receiver-based (e.g .. Broeckmann & Turpin-Petrosino, 
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2002; Greenwalt, 1996; Lawrence, 1993; Zingo, 1998). Yet the data indicate that 
participants hold the speaker more responsible in incidents of hate speech than offensive 
speech. This means that aspects of the definitions are not receiver-based, so the speaker 
would play a bigger role in the act. 
One of the biggest differences between the definitions fell within the receiver 
characteristics category, for it was mentioned significantly more times in the offensive 
speech definition than in the hate speech definition. Participants noted that what one 
considers to be offensive varies from person to person, and a person may find something 
offensive if the speaker did not intend for the act to be offensive. This essentially means 
that anything can offensive, and scholars will probably never be able to pinpoint one 
thing that everyone would consider offensive. 
Participants noted that delivery was not a component of offensive speech but was 
a component of hate speech. This could be due to the fact that speaker attributes were 
mentioned more for hate speech than offensive speech. Participants noted that hate 
speech is often said with passion and fervor, and they often referred to Adolph Hitler. It 
is interesting to note that the delivery component was not associated with offensive 
speech. Perhaps participants viewed the concept of hate speech as more of a formal 
speech rather than everyday language, which they may associate more with offensive 
speech. 
Seriousness was found in the offensive speech definitions and not in the hate 
speech definitions. Participants answered the hate speech definition first and often 
qualified their offensive speech definition based on their response for hate speech. 
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Respondents would often include a component that said, "Like hate speech, but not as 
serious." This is important to note because it shows that participants were able to 
distinguish between the two terms; they were able to say that there are some components 
that are in one but not in the other. However, they could not say how the items differed, 
just that they were different. This leads scholars to question if college students are 
actually able to differentiate between the two terms, or if this is a situational issue. 
More participants noted that they were unfamiliar with hate speech than offensive 
speech. Although these numbers were small, this is very alarming that some people have 
never heard these terms, especially considering that all of these respondents were 
attending a four-year university at the time. This means that scholars have done an 
ineffective job of introducing the terms into curriculum, and the topics need to be 
researched more to create learning modules and courses that examine the subjects. 
The frequency tests provided some indication of differences between how 
students conceptualize the two terms. The cross-tabulations reflected the significant 
differences in how students perceive the terms regarding target and receiver 
characteristics, meaning that hate speech is more likely have a target than offensive 
speech, and hate speech is less likely to be receiver-based. This is interesting to note 
because aside from a Critical Race perspective, most of the formal definitions of hate 
speech are receiver-based and do not mention a specific target ( e.g., Broeckmann & 
Turpin-Petrosino, 2002; Greenwalt, 1 996; Lawrence, 1 993 ; Zingo, 1 998). Previous 
research has noted, there is not one, single accepted definition of hate speech or offensive 
speech, for the definition depends on the action being considered and the perpetrator 
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(Baird et al., 1995; Broeckmann & Turpin-Petrosino, 2002; Greenwalt, 1996; Inman & 
baron, 1996; Murphey, 2003; Young et al., 2003; Zingo, 1998). However, although the 
definitions provided by the participants varied, the important implication for this 
information is that students were able to distinguish between hate speech and offensive 
speech. Overall, participants seemed to think that hate speech was targeted at a specific 
person or group while offensive speech was receiver-based. They may not have known 
how they were different, but they indicated that they understood the terms to be separate 
entities. 
Social judgment theory could serve as an explanation as to why participants had a 
hard time differentiating between hate speech and offensive speech. Within the theory, 
the concept of the self, or ego, indicates that one's life history and experiences explain 
attitude and judgment formation. Perhaps the concepts of hate and offensive speech were 
difficult to define because the participants had not experienced hate speech. Because the 
issue was not relevant to them, they had not formed an opinion about what hate speech is, 
often causing the distinctions between the two terms to be unclear and overlapping. 
Research Question 1 
The first research question focused on the terms that college students associate 
with hate speech towards women. The majority listed the words "bitch," "slut" and 
"whore," and the words "ho," "skank" and "cunt" had higher frequencies as well. These 
words were generally listed together, with the term "bitch" occurring more frequently 
than the others. Overall, there were no sex differences in the type and frequencies of the 
words listed. The words that participants listed refer to a woman's status in society as 
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well as her sexuality (Herbst, 2001 ). This notion illustrates that society still thinks that a 
woman has a certain place, and it is still not equal to men. While a man can be free with 
his sexuality, a woman who is free in her sexuality is referred to as a "slut" or "whore." 
While aggressiveness in a man is seen as a positive attribute, a woman who possesses 
these attributes is called a "bitch" or a "cunt." Although women have come a long way in 
their sexual and professional lives, the use and existence of these words indicates that any 
woman outside of the "norm" is thought of in a negative light. 
Research Question 2 
The second research question examined the terms that college students associate 
with offensive speech towards women. The majority listed the words "bitch," "slut" and 
''whore," and the words "ho," "cunt," and "skank" had higher frequencies as well. These 
words were generally listed together, with the term "bitch" occurring more frequently 
than the others. In general, males and females provided the same number of responses 
and provided the same words. As with the first research question, the words listed for 
offensive speech also refer to a woman's position in society and her sexuality, which 
again illustrates that when a woman demonstrates aggressiveness in the workplace or in 
her sexuality, it is considered to be a negative attribute. 
The findings for the first and second research questions indicate that there is a 
fuzzy line between what one would consider to be hate speech and offensive language 
used towards women. This indicates that perhaps the meanings of the words vary 
depending upon the context in which they are used, rather than being dependent upon one 
absolute meaning. This could be due to the prevalence of the use of the term "bitch" in 
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the entertainment industry, making it seem less dangerous or offensive than once thought. 
In addition, these findings could also indicate that students do not really know the 
difference between hate and offensive speech. 
Hypothesis 2 
The second hypothesis proposed that women would not classify the term "bitch" 
as hate speech. A very small percentage of women noted that they consider the term to 
be hate speech, but a slight majority of the female respondents indicated that they 
consider the term to be both hate and offensive speech. This is consistent with the 
findings of the research questions, for females listed the term in both the offensive and 
hate speech sections. Perhaps the reason that it falls under both categories is due to the 
issue of context, which is often dependent upon the setting and the relationship between 
the sender and the receiver (Thomson & Davies, 1988). For example, the term may be 
more accepted if it were said at a party among friends as opposed to being used on the 
street between strangers. 
We therefore cannot conclude that women do not view the term "bitch" as hate 
speech. The results indicate that women associate a range of meaning with the word, as 
opposed to one absolute definition, which is supported by previous research (Herbst, 
2001 ). This suggests that the word cannot be separated from context. Perhaps women 
only associate a particular meaning with the word based on the situation in which it is 
used. In any case, it appears that the women attribute negativity with the word, for very 
few noted that the word was neither hate speech nor offensive speech. Context plays a 
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role in determining the extent of the harmfulness (i.e. offensive speech or hate speech) of 
the word, but overall females did not view the word "bitch" positively. 
Hypothesis 3 
The third hypothesis proposed that the term "bitch" would be perceived as more 
offensive if said by a man than a woman. The means revealed that across all of the items, 
females rated the items as more offensive than males. The T-test revealed that these 
results were significant, for "bitch" was viewed as more offensive when said by a man 
than a woman. This supports previous research ( e.g., Baird et al., 1995; Young, Vance & 
Ensher, 2003) demonstrating that women were more likely to perceive offensiveness than 
men. However, it is interesting to note that women also rated the items that were said by 
female speakers as more offensive than men, for previous research ( e.g., Ford et al., 
1999; Henkin & Fish, 2001) has said that when remarks are said by women, female 
respondents are less likely to perceive them as offensive. This suggests that the term is 
less accepted in general and is not appropriate for females to use in reference to each 
other. 
A MANOVA was also conducted that only examined the hate speech and 
offensive speech items in the survey. This test did not take into account the sex of the 
speaker in the scenario but only focused on how the different respondents viewed the use 
of the term. For most of the items, women respondents rated the incidents as more 
severe than male respondents, again supporting previous research ( e.g. Ford et al., 1999; 
Henkin & Fish, 2001 ) that women are more likely to perceive offensiveness than men. 
Perhaps this study diverged from previous findings due to its location. Because this 
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study took place in the "Bible belt," these words may have been viewed as less 
acceptable due to local culture. If this study were to be repeated in a different location or 
took place in various locations, perhaps the results would have been more consistent with 
previous research. However, the current study indicates that the term "bitch" is still not 
considered to be completely acceptable, especially by women, even though it is used 
frequently in the media and in popular culture. 
Social Judgment Theory gives an explanation as to why women would view the 
term "bitch" as more offensive than men. Women have more ego involvement than men 
regarding the issue, for the word is specifically aimed at women. A woman's history and 
the culture in which she grew up will affect how she perceives the word, and in this 
culture women and men are socialized in different ways (Wood, 2002). Therefore, 




Although it produced some interesting findings, this study had several limitations. 
Overall, the study was hampered by the choice for the theoretical basis, social judgment 
theory. This particular theory is better suited for studies on persuasion, rather than 
studies on perception. For this theory to apply to this study, perceptions of the term 
"bitch" should have been measured prior to the participants entering college to see if the 
attitude towards the term has shifted during their time at the university. Because no such 
measure was taken, social judgment theory may have limited application to this particular 
study. 
The overall study was also limited because this study was taking place at a large 
university in the southeastern United States. This area is known as the "Bible belt," and 
this could have influenced if and how participants responded. What is unacceptable in 
this region may be more acceptable in another. 
Similarly, there was a consistency issue due to the fact that participants completed 
the surveys during their regularly scheduled class time. Although precautions were taken 
to ensure full anonymity to the participants, some respondents may have been 
embarrassed by their knowledge of the terms associated with hate speech and offensive 
speech towards women, particularly if their instructor was female. This could have 
affected how many terms were listed. Moreover, because these surveys were taken in 
class, some students, depending upon the instructor, were allowed to talk to each other 
during the process. Therefore, some responses may have been listed because others were 
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talking about them and not because respondents felt that these terms were hate or 
offensive speech towards women. 
In addition to the limitations with the overall study, a specific limitation for Phase 
One of the study stemmed from the fact that participants were asked the definitions of 
hate and offensive speech in their public speaking classes. Respondents often defined the 
items in terms of an actual speech that they would perform in class. It appeared as if 
some participants assumed that the researchers were looking for definitions that applied 
what they had learned in the class, and they therefore tried to incorporate terms from the 
class into their definition. This could have skewed the data, for some respondents may 
have given a different answer if they had been asked these questions in a different setting. 
For example, maybe there would have been more responses indicating that the 
participants were unaware of the definition of the terms if this were not a public speaking 
class. 
Also, the data coded for Phase One also served as a limitation. The study 
required that a new coding scheme be developed. To ensure the reliability of the scheme, 
an independent coder should replicate the coding. 
Another issue with the coding scheme is that a neutral third party did not examine 
the coding process. Those who coded the data were involved with the project from the 
beginning and knew what they were looking for regarding the responses. A third party 
not involved with the project could have provided some valuable insight as to how to 
code the data and which categories should contain the items. 
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In addition, a limitation with Phase One was the order of the questions. 
Participants were asked the hate speech question first, which influenced their answers on 
the offensive speech question. The order of the questions should have been reversed for 
half of them to get a more accurate depiction of the participants' conceptualizations of the 
two terms. 
Like Phase One, Phase Two also had several limitations. One limitation was that 
the free-response items for Phase Two assumed that participants knew the difference 
between hate and offensive speech. This goes back to the issue that the data were 
collected over two different semesters with two sets of participants. Even if participants 
did not know what the terms meant, they were still providing responses, which could 
have skewed the data. This issue was demonstrated when several participants noted on 
the second page of their free-response questions that the questions were asking the same 
thing, even though one asked for the terms dealing with hate speech and the other asked 
for terms dealing with offensive speech. 
Also, the survey used for Phase Two served as a major limitation. At this time, 
there is not a scale that is used specifically to measure perceptions of offensiveness of 
language. A scale was developed by using the Conversational Appropriateness Scale 
(Canary & Spitzberg, 1994), and situations were made up to give the participants an 
indication of the context in which the word "bitch" was said. These situations were not 
based on research except for the author's own observations. If the participants could not 
envision these scenarios actually taking place, they probably would not have answered 
the survey very seriously. Similarly, the situations in the survey were not balanced, for 
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some items were measured only with female speakers and did not give a similar situation 
with male speakers, which could have . shown if there were a division between the sex of 
the speaker and the perception of the offensiveness of the term. 
Another limitation with this survey was that it was very long. The survey 
consisted of 99 questions, not including the free-response information and the 
demographic section. Participants could have gotten tired of reading and started circling 
random numbers in order to finish the survey quickly, which could have affected the 
validity. This was exacerbated by the fact that the survey asked the same set of questions 
for each scenario. Participants could have stopped reading the scenarios altogether, only 
circling numbers that corresponded to their responses in the previous items. 
In addition, the survey was limited in that the context in which the term was 
uttered could not be established fully. Participants were reading the scenario and were 
not seeing it, leaving it open to their own interpretation. Therefore, what the author of 
the survey intended for the participant to take away from the scenario may not have been 
seen by the respondent. Also, because the scenarios were read, the use of nonverbal 
communication and the use of tone of voice were eliminated. If these items could have 
been seen and heard by the participants, perhaps the results would have been different. 
The scenarios presented to the participants were also limited in that they asked the 
respondent to be an outside observer to the interactions taking place. This made the role 
of the participant unclear, for he/she did not know how well they knew the people in the 
scenario. Perhaps the respondent was more or less offended by the fact he/she did not 
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really know the speakers. If the interaction had been more personal, the participants may 
have had different responses. 
In addition, the survey was limited in that second statement for each scenario had 
the qualifier ''very" in it. The question should not have had ''very suitable" but rather 
"suitable" because the use of "very" made the response extreme. The respondents may 




This study provides a myriad of opportunities for future research. Future research 
should look at the issue of perceptions of hate and offensive speech through a different 
theoretical basis than the one presented in this study. One theory that could be used is 
standpoint theory, which argues that perceptions are influenced by the social groups to 
which one belongs (Collins, 1986; Haraway, 1988; Wood, 2002). Our standpoints affect 
all aspects of our lives, including how we communicate (Collins, 1986; Haraway, 1988; 
Wood, 2002). The principles of standpoint theory explain why definitions of hate and 
offensive speech vary, for people view messages in certain ways based on where they are 
coming from within society. For example, a member of a minority population may 
define hate speech differently than a person from the dominant group. 
The first phase of the study provided very good insight into how people 
conceptually define hate and offensive speech. Since there is not one single, accepted 
definition of either phenomenon, scholars should examine the concepts further to perhaps 
formulate a definition that encapsulates the multiple aspects that the respondents listed. 
Because the definitions given by the participants were broken down into different 
concepts, it would be interesting to see if there are different dimensions of the terms. 
These dimensions could be tested and could be used to formulate all-encompassing 
definitions of the two terms. Or, perhaps the definitions of hate speech and offensive 
speech are not completely distinct but rather are overlapping. 
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In addition, future research should look at regional differences in the conceptual 
definitions of hate and offensive speech as well as regional differences in hate and 
offensive speech towards women. Because this study took place in one region of the 
country, conceptualizations and words may have been limited. By examining this 
phenomenon across regions of the country, researchers could get a better grasp on the 
overall picture of hate and offensive speech towards women. 
Moreover, with the amount of words that the respondents provided for both the 
hate and offensive speech towards women sections, a dictionary of terms could be 
developed. This would provide scholars with a better idea of the use of language and 
slang with young adults. 
Future research should also seek how the term "bitch" is judged when it is said 
rather than read. Mulac (1976) found that those who read obscene speeches rated them as 
more offensive than those who heard the speeches. If the term was verbalized, 
participants could hear the tone of voice used and could provide more accurate 
descriptions of the offensiveness of the word. 
Similarly, research could look at the use of the term longitudinally, with a specific 
focus of looking at its use before and after college. For example, is it more acceptable at 





The goal of this study was to find out if college students could 
differentiate between hate and offensive speech and examine how college students view 
the term "bitch." Taken together, this study indicated that college students could 
differentiate between hate and offensive speech, that the term "bitch" is viewed as both 
hate and offensive speech, and that, in general, females consider the term "bitch" to be 
more offensive than men. This study demonstrates a need for scholars to study the use of 
terms, such as "bitch," within in their context to examine how the meanings of a word 
changes. The current study revealed that even though the media seems to accept the 
term "bitch," it is still not viewed as acceptable, for a majority of the participants noted 
that it was both hate speech and offensive speech. 
This study expands upon previous research by highlighting that women speakers 
are not immune to being judged as offensive by female participants. This study also 
indicates that there is a fuzzy line between what some consider to be hate speech and 
offensive speech. Although participants in Phase 1 were able to differentiate between 
the terms, participants in Phase 2 did not appear to be able to distinguish between them, 
suggesting that further research be conducted to find out college students 
conceptualizations of hate speech and offensive speech. 
Although the term "bitch" was viewed as both hate and offensive speech by 
college students, the word is still prevalently used, often being said by women. This 
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leaves scholars asking the question ''why?" Why would women continue to use a term 
that is degrading to themselves? 
Ultimately, the underlying issue regarding these phenomena may lie within the 
concepts of context and meaning. Words take on different meanings depending upon the 
context in which they are used, often making formal dictionary meanings obsolete. 
These meanings associated with words reflect the changes in society. However, the 
prevalence of the word indicates that despite Title IX, women are still seen to have a 
specific place in society. Although the word "bitch" is viewed negatively, its use will not 
change until the context changes. 
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Phase One Survey Instrument 
Communication Survey 
We are interested in how people define communication. Please take five minutes and 
define the following terms: 
Define hate speech 
Define offensive speech 
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Appendix B 
Phase Two Survey Instrument 
Communication Survey 
Directions 
Please take two minutes and provide a list of terms that you would consider to be 
offensive towards women. These terms can be in reference to appearance, socio­
economic status, sexual activity, personality traits, behaviors, mannerisms, etc. Please 
answer freely and frankly. All results will be completely confidential. 




Please take two minutes and provide a list of terms that you would consider to be hate 
speech towards women. These terms can be in reference to appearance, socio-economic 
status, sexual activity, personality traits, mannerisms, behaviors, etc. Please answer 
freely and frankly. All results will be completely confidential. 
Please go on to the next page 
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Communication Survey 
Instructions: Please read the following scenarios and answer the following questions to indicate your 
feelings. Please circle the answer that best matches your level of agreement/disagreement with the 
statement. Please spend no more than 2 minutes per question and answer honestly. All information 
will be confidential. 
1 = Strongly Disagree 
2 = Disagree 
3 = Somewhat Disagree 
4 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree 
5 = Somewhat Agree 
6 = Agree 
7 = Strongly Agree 
A group of men are sitting together, and one of the men refers to his girlfriend that is not present as "his 
bitch." 
1 .  The statement made me feel uncomfortable 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. The man's statement was very suitable to 
the situation. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3 .  The man's comment was hateful. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. I found the man's comment to be offensive. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5.  I was embarrassed by the man's comment 2 3 4 5 6 7 
6. The man's comment should not have been 
said. l 2 3 4 5 6 7 
7. The man's remarks were inappropriate. l 2 3 4 5 6 7 
8. The man's remarks were insulting. l 2 3 4 5 6 7 
9. I believe the comment was hate speech. l 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Two women are having a verbal disagreement, and one calls the other a bitch. 
l 0. The statement made me feel uncomfortable 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1 1 . The woman's statement was very suitable to 
the situation. l 2 3 4 5 6 7 
12. The woman's comment was hateful. l 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1 3 .  I found the comment to be offensive. l 2 3 4 5 6 7 
14. I was embarrassed by the woman's comment l 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1 5 .  The woman's comment should not have 
been said. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1 6. The woman's remarks were inappropriate. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
17 .  The woman's remarks were insulting. 2 3 4 5 · 6  7 
1 8. I believe the comment was hate speech. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Please go on to the next page. 
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Two women friends pass each other on the street and one says to the other "Hey bitch!" 
19. The woman's statement made me feel 
uncomfortable 2 3 4 5 6 7 
20. The woman's statement was very suitable to 
the situation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2 1 .  The woman' s  comment was hateful. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
22. I found the comment to be offensive. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
23 . I was embarrassed by the comments. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
24. The woman' s  comment should not have 
been said. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
25. The woman's remarks were inappropriate. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
26. The woman's remarks were insulting. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
27. I believe the woman's comment was hate 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
speech. 
A man and a woman are having a verbal disagreement, and the man calls the woman a "bitch." 
28. The man's statement made me feel 
uncomfortable 2 3 4 5 6 7 
29. The man's statement was very suitable to 
the situation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
30. The man's comment was hateful. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3 1 .  I found the man's comment to be offensive. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
32. I was embarrassed by the man's comments. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
33. The comment should not have been said. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
34. The man's remarks were inappropriate. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
35. The man's remarks were insulting. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
36. I believe the man's comment was hate 
speech. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
A man and a woman are with friends, and the woman tells her friends that she is her man's bitch. 
37. The woman' s  statement made me feel 
uncomfortable 2 3 4 5 6 7 
38 .  The woman' s  statement was very suitable to 
the situation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
39. The woman' s  comment was hateful. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
40. I found the comment to be offensive. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4 1 .  I was embarrassed by the comments. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
42. The woman's comment should not have 
been said. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
43 . The woman's remarks were inappropriate. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
44. The woman' s  remarks were insulting. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
45 . I believe the woman's comment was hate 
speech. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Please go on to the next page 
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A woman is speaking to you and refers to her friends as her "bitches." 
46. The woman's statement made me feel 
uncomfortable 2 3 4 5 6 7 
47. The woman's statement was very suitable to 
the situation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
48. The woman's  comment was hateful. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
49. I found the comment to be offensive. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
50. I was embarrassed by the comments. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5 1 .  The woman's comment should not have 
been said. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
52. The woman's  remarks were inappropriate. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
53.  The woman's  remarks were insulting. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
54. I believe the woman's comment was hate 2 3 4 5 6 7 
speech. 
You overhear a woman telling her female friend to stop being a bitch. 
55 .  The woman's statement made me feel 
uncomfortable 2 3 4 5 6 7 
56. The woman's  statement was very suitable to 
the situation 2 3 4 5 6 7 
57. The woman's comment was hateful. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
58 .  I found the woman's comment to be 
offensive. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
59. I was embarrassed by the woman's 
comments. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
60. The woman's comment should not have 
been said. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
6 1 .  The woman's remarks were inappropriate. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
62. The woman's remarks were insulting. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
63 . I believe the woman's  comment was hate 
speech. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
A man is speaking to you and refers to his non-present female friends as his "bitches." 
64. The man's statement made me feel 
uncomfortable 2 3 4 5 6 7 
65. The man's statement was very suitable to 
the situation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
66. The man's comment was hateful. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
67. I found the man's comment to be offensive. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
68. I was embarrassed by the man's comments. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
69. The man's comment should not have been 
said. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
70. The man's remarks were inappropriate. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
7 1 .  The man's remarks were insulting. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
72. I believe the man's comment was hate 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
speech. 
Please go on to the next page 
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You are working in a small group for class, and one of the female members refers to an absent female 
member as a bitch. 
73 . The woman's statement made me feel 
uncomfortable 2 3 4 5 6 7 
74. The woman's statement was very suitable to 
the situation I 2 3 4 5 6 7 
75 . The woman' s comment was hateful. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
76 . I found the comment to be offensive. I 2 3 4 5 6 7 
77. I was embarrassed by the comments. I 2 3 4 5 6 7 
78. The woman' s  comment should not have 
been said. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
79. The woman's remarks were inappropriate. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
80. The woman's  remarks were insulting. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
8 1 .  I believe the woman's comment was hate 2 3 4 5 6 7 
speech. 
You pass a man on the street talking on his cell phone, and you overhear him say, "Hey, bitch!" 
82 .  The man's statement made me feel 
uncomfortable I 2 3 4 5 6 7 
83 . The man's statement was very suitable to 
the situation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
84. The man's comment was hateful. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
85. I found the man's comment to be offensive. I 2 3 4 5 6 7 
86 . I was embarrassed by the man's comments. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
87. The man's comment should not have been 
said. I 2 3 4 5 6 7 
88. The man's remarks were inappropriate. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
89. The man's remarks were insulting. I 2 3 4 5 6 7 
90. I believe the man's comment was hate 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
speech 
A man sees a woman walking down the street that he does not know and says, "Hey, bitch! Come here !" 
9 1 .  The man's statement made me feel 
uncomfortable 2 3 4 5 6 7 
92. The man's statement was very suitable to 
the situation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
93 . The man's comment was hateful. I 2 3 4 5 6 7 
94. I found the man's comment to be offensive. I 2 3 4 5 6 7 
95. I was embarrassed by the man's comments. I 2 3 4 5 6 7 
96. The man's comment should not have been 
said. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
97. The man's remarks were inappropriate. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
98. The man's remarks were insulting. 2 3 4 5 6 7 
99. I believe the man's comment was hate 2 3 4 5 6 7 
speech. 
Please go on to the next page. 
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100. Please circle below how you would classify the term "bitch" 
Hate Speech Offensive Speech Both Neither 
101. I am 
Female___ Male __ _ 
102. I am __ years old. 
Thank you for your participation. 
8 1  
100. Please circle below how you would classify the term "bitch" 
Offensive Speech 
101. I am 
Female ---
Hate Speech Both Neither 
Male ---
102. I am __ years old. 




Classification of the term "Bitch" and Sex Crosstabulation 
classify_ allrec Total 
1 .00 2.00 3 .00 4.00 
sex Male Count 85 7 85 36 2 13  
% within sex 39.9% 3.3% 39.9% 16.9% 100.0% 
Adjusted -.7 1 .0 -2.4 4.5 
Residual 
Female Count 98 4 I 1 7  9 228 
% within sex 43.0% 1 .8% 5 1 .3% 3 .9% 100.0% 
Adjusted .7 - 1 .0 2.4 -4.5 
Residual 
Total Count 1 83 1 1  202 45 441 
% within sex 4 1 .5% 2.5% 45.8% 10.2% 100.0% 
Table 6 
Chi-Square Tests 
Value df Asymp. Sig. (2-
sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 22.527(a) 3 .000 
Likelihood Ratio 23.680 3 .000 
Linear-by-Linear Association 2.781 I .095 
N of Valid Cases 44 1 
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Independent Samples Test 
t-test for Equality of Means 
t df Sig. (2- Mean Std. Error 
tailed) Difference Difference 
-9.983 452 .000 -.8738 1 .08753 
-9.982 451 .208 .000 - .87381  .08754 
-7. 1 34 452 .000 -.65967 .09247 
-7. 1 34 451 .283 .000 -.65967 .09247 
84 
95% Confidence 
Interval of the 
Difference 
Lower Upper 
-1 .04583 -.701 80 
- 1 .04585 -.70 178 
- .84 138  -.47795 
-.84 140 -.47794 
Appendix E 
Table 8 
Tests of Within-Subjects Effects 
Source Type III Sum df Mean Square F Sig. Partial Eta 
of Squares Squared 
speaker Sphericity Assumed 161 .554 1 1 6 1 .554 675. 1 76 .000 .599 
Greenhouse-Geisser 161 .554 1 .000 16 1 .554 675 . 176 .000 .599 
Huynh-Feldt 16 1 . 554 1 .000 16 1 .554 675 . 1 76 .000 .599 
Lower-bound 16 1 .554 1 .000 16 1 .554 675. 1 76 .000 .599 
speaker • sex Sphericity Assumed 2.602 1 2.602 10.873 .00 1 .023 
Greenhouse-Geisser 2.602 1 .000 2.602 10.873 .00 1 .023 
Huynh-Feldt 2.602 1 .000 2.602 10.873 .00 1 .023 
Lower-bound 2.602 1 .000 2.602 10.873 .001 .023 
Error( speaker Sphericity Assumed 108 . 1 53 452 .239 
Greenhouse-Geisser 108 . 1 53 452.000 .239 
Huynh-Feldt 108 . 1 53 452.000 .239 
Lower-bound 108 . 1 53 452.000 .239 
Measure: MEASURE_] 
Table 9 
Levene's Test of Equality of Error Variances (a) for Within Subjects Effects 
F dfl df2 Sig. 
Male_Speaker . l l l  1 452 .739 
Female_ Speaker .080 1 452 .777 
Tests the null hypothesis that the error vanance of the dependent vanable ts equal across groups. 
a Delign: Intercept+sex 
Within Subjects Delign: speaker 
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Table 10 
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 
Measure: MEASURE_l 
T ti d V 
. 
bl A rans onne ana e: verage 
Source Type III Sum of df Mean Square F Sig. Partial Eta 
Squares Squared 
Intercept 1 8064.5 1 1  1 1 8064.5 1 1  1 1289.4 1 1 .000 .962 
sex 1 33 .410 I 133 .4 10 83.374 .000 . 1 56 
Error 723.258 452 1 .600 
Table 11  
Multivariate Tests(b) 
Effect Value F Hypothesis df Error df Sig. Partial Eta 
Squared 
Intercept Pillai's Trace .966 527.505(a) 22.000 412 .000 .000 .966 
Wilks' Lambda .034 527.505(a) 22.000 412 .000 .000 .966 
Hotelling's Trace 28. 1 68 527.505(a) 22.000 412 .000 .000 .966 
Roy's Largest Root 28. 168 527. 505(a) 22.000 412 .000 .000 .966 
sex Pillai's Trace .302 8 . 103(a) 22.000 4 12.000 .000 .302 
Wilks' Lambda .698 8 .  103(a) 22.000 4 12.000 .000 .302 
Hotelling's Trace .433 8 . 103(a) 22.000 4 1 2.000 .000 .302 
Roy's Largest Root .433 8. I03(a) 22.000 4 1 2.000 .000 .302 
. . 
a Exact statistic 
b Design: lntercept+aex 
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Table 12 
Levene's Test of Equality of Error Variances(a) for Between Subjects Effects 
F dfl df2 Sig. 
offens 9.244 1 433 .003 
hatespc .230 1 433 .632 
offens2 .005 1 433 .943 
hatespc2 . 178 1 433 .673 
offens3 5.3 1 1  1 433 .022 
hatespc3 .633 1 433 .427 
offens4 1 1 . 1 17 1 433 .00 1 
hatespc4 3 . 1 04 1 433 .079 
offens5 1 .472 1 433 .226 
hatespc5 1 . 1 1 1  1 433 .292 
offens6 8.720 1 433 .003 
hatespc6 .367 1 433 .545 
offens7 .255 1 433 .614 
hatespc7 .240 I 433 .624 
offens8 .010 I 433 .922 
hatespc8 .375 1 433 .54 1 
offens9 3 .028 1 433 .083 
hatespc9 6.639 1 433 .010 
offenslO . 1 7 1  I 433 .679 
hatespclO  .053 1 433 .8 19 
offensl 1 32.001 I 433 .000 
hatespcl I 1 .020 1 433 . 3 13  
Tests the null hypothesis that the error vanance of the dependent vanable 1s equal across groups. 
a Design: lnterc:ept+sex 
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